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(54) Method and using oxygen to eliminate carbon dioxide poisoning in aerobic fermentation 

(57) A method for carrying out fermentation com- 
prising the steps of providing a vessel which contains a 
broth comprising a constituent capable of undergoing 
fermentation, lowering the vessel pressure within the 
vessel to lower the equilibrium oxygen partial pressure, 
adding pure oxygen into the vessel to raise the equilib- 
rium oxygen partial pressure therein, and utilizing the 
pure oxygen to carry out the fermentation of the constit- 
uent. 
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Description 

Technical Field 

s [0001] This invention relates generally to a fermentation method and, more particularly, to fermentation method 
which is driven by an injected gas such as oxygen. 

Background Art 

10 [0002] Fermentation is a chemical change induced by a living organism or enzyme, such as bacteria or the micro- 
organisms occurring in unicellular plants, which involves the aerobic decomposition of hydrocarbons to produce a 
desired product along with carbon dioxide. Fermentation systems are used for the production of a large number of prod- 
ucts such as antibiotics, vaccines, synthetic biopolymers, synthetic amino acids and edible proteins. 
[0003] In conventional aerobic fermentation, air is supplied in large quantity to provide oxygen for respiration and 

is growth. At the same time, carbon dioxide is stripped off by the remaining air that is not consumed by the biomass (bac- 
teria, fungi, plant cells, etc.). Generally, the oxygen contained in the air bubbles must be dissolved in the broth before 
the biomass can consume it. Therefore, oxygen dissolution from air is a rate controlling factor. To maintain favorable air 
dissolution rate, the pressure of the fermenters are typically elevated to several atmospheres. 

[0004] Increased productivity in a fermerrter may involve increasing the concentration of the nutrient and biomass. 

20 Oxygen demand will accordingly increase in response to the additional nutrient and biomass concentration. More oxy- 
gen will be consumed if it is available. Therefore, supplying sufficient air (or oxygen) to the biomass is a major concern. 
At higher oxygen consumption rate, more carbon dioxide is produced. At some point, the level of carbon dioxide in the 
fermenter will poison the biomass and become a major problem in the fermentation process. This poisoning occurs 
when the amount of carbon dioxide being generated during respiration and growth of the biomass is faster than the 

25 removal rate. At a critical level, the excess dissolved carbon dioxide will retard the growth of the biomass. The critical 
carbon dioxide level is defined as the level of carbon dioxide in the fermentation vessel in which the carbon dioxide no 
longer serves a beneficial function in fermentation, but rather retards the growth of the biomass. 
[0005] Since the carbon dioxide concentration in the exhaust of the fermenter is a much easier measurable value 
than dissolved carbon dioxide level within the fermerrter, it has become an industrial standard to measure the carbon 

30 dioxide concentration in the exhaust. Therefore, each fermentation process has a certain predetermined critical carbon 
dioxide concentrate in the exhaust as a reference that the fermentation batches should not exceed. This critical carbon 
dioxide concentration in the exhaust has become a practical measurable limitation as one tries to increase the produc- 
tivity or biomass concentration. 

[0006] To increase productivity with higher biomass, it has been known in the art to increase the air flow. Increasing 
35 the air flow has the advantages of supplying extra oxygen to support denser biomass while stripping out more carbon 
dioxide. However, there is a practical limit as to the amount of air that can be introduced. Excess air will flood the impel- 
ler if the fermenter is mechanically agitated, thus rendering the agitator useless. In airlifted fermenters, it can also fluid- 
ize the broth or blow the content out of the fermenters. Therefore, an increase in air flow can only increase the 
productivity to a very small extent. 
40 [0007] Other works have suggested the use of pure oxygen to supplement the air when the biomass concentration 
is high. However, it is believed that simply adding pure oxygen will work in fermentation only if the biomass is resistant 
to carbon dioxide poisoning. To the most part, the addition of pure oxygen will compound the problem since more car- 
bon dioxide is being generated through respiration and growth of the biomass. Excess carbon dioxide will accumulate 
if the removal rate is not increased at a rate higher than the carbon dioxide production. 
45 [0008] It has been known in the art to keep the biomass concentration low enough so that the carbon dioxide con- 
centration in the exhaust (as a control method) will not exceed the critical value. Therefore, the carbon dioxide concen- 
tration in the exhaust is a limiting factor in productivity increase. 

[0009] The art has only proposed solutions relating to increase oxygen dissolution rate while ignoring the effect of 
carbon dioxide poisoning. The prior art references provided for using oxygen in enrichment or direct injection, but none 
so of them is believed to resolve the problems associated with carbon dioxide poisoning. 

[001 0] It is desirable, therefore, to provide a method for carrying out fermentation using oxygen which minimizes the 
effects of carbon dioxide poisoning. 

Summary of the Invention 

55 

[0011] This invention is directed to a method for carrying out fermentation. The method steps involve providing a 
vessel which contains a broth comprising a constituent capable of undergoing fermentation, lowering the vessel pres- 
sure within the vessel to lower the dissolved carbon dioxide level and the equilibrium oxygen partial pressure in the ves- 
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sel proportional to the lowered vessel pressure, adding pure oxygen into the vessel to rase the equilibrium oxygen 
partial pressure therein, and utilizing the pure oxygen to carry out the fermentation of the constituent Preferably, this 
invention provides for the simultaneous steps of lowering the reactor pressure and adding pure oxygen. This invention 
is also directed to a method for increasing the biomass concentration in carrying out the fermentation process. 

5 

Detailed Description of the Invention 

[0012] This invention is based on the premise that most processors control the carbon dioxide level in the exhaust 
of the fermentation vessel. On that basis, the exhaust carbon dioxide level is proportional to the dissolved carbon diox- 
10 ide level. Notwithstanding this premise, it is believed that the exhaust carbon dioxide level is not always proportional, 
but rather dependent on the temperature and pressure of the fermenter. 

[0013] The reason that the carbon dioxide concentration in the gas exhaust is used for measuring the rate of fer- 
mentation and the productivity of fermentation instead of the dissolved carbon dioxide is because the dissolved carbon 
dioxide level in a sterile reacting broth is not a measurable value as there is not believed to be any presently existing 
is on-line equipment capable of calculating such a value. This invention uses the critical carbon dioxide measured from 
the exhaust of the fermentation vessel to calculate the critical dissolved carbon dioxide level. By reducing the pressure 
inside a fermenter, the actual dissolved carbon dioxide level, X C02 , will decrease proportionally due to an reduction in 
carbon dioxide partial pressure: 

20 P q 02 = y C02" P = H.X q 02 

where 

p co2 = Partial pressure of C0 2 
25 Y C02 = Mo\& fraction of C0 2 in the gas phase 

Xco2 = Mole fraction of dissolved C0 2 in the liquid phase 
H = Henry Law's constant 

Therefore, a higher biomass with pure oxygen can be added to boost production. With higher growth and respiration 
30 rate, the carbon dioxide level in the exhaust will appear to be higher than the critical carbon dioxide level in the exhaust. 
However, the dissolved carbon dioxide level remains the same or slightly lower. 

[0014] The reduction in fermenter pressure will proportionally reduce the dissolved oxygen level due the reduction 
of oxygen partial pressure: 

35 ^002 = ^02 ^ = 

where 

P C02 = Partial pressure of C0 2 
40 Y Q2 a Mole fraction of 0 2 in the gas phase 

X 02 = Mole fraction of dissolved 0 2 in the liquid phase 
H = Henry Law's constant 

To compensate for the reduction in equilibrium oxygen partial pressure, additional pure oxygen is used in this invention 
45 through simple oxygen enrichment or direct oxygen injection. Subsequently, higher productivity can be achieved with 
the same critical dissolved carbon dioxide level but with a higher oxygen consumption rate. 

[0015] Reducing the fermenter pressure has the opposite effects ol adding pure oxygen. Based on the art, the 
skilled artisan would not ordinarily employ both techniques to reduce the fermenter pressure and to add pure oxygen. 
However, contrary to the art, this invention discovered that the degree of influence is different between the two tech- 
so niques. By using both techniques, one can stilt dissolved additional oxygen while gaining the benefit of lower dissolved 
carbon dioxide level in the broth. 

[0016] In fact, this invention provides a break through for increasing fermenter productivity beyond the limit posted 
by the critical carbon dioxide concentration in the exhaust. This is achieved through simultaneous reduction in fermenter 
pressure and addition of pure oxygen. 
55 [0017] To increase the oxygen dissolution rate, fermenters are usually operated at elevated pressure of several 
atmospheres. Increasing the absolute pressure by a factor of two will be expected to increase the amount of dissolved 
oxygen also by a factor of two at equilibrium. However, this invention realizes that operating at higher pressure also 
reduce the ability of the fermenter to remove carbon dioxide. This is because the solubility of carbon dioxide is also 
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increased at higher pressure. Most fermentation broth are sensitive to carbon dioxide poisoning so that the dissolved 
carbon dioxide must be maintained below a critical level. Since the level of dissolved carbon dioxide is very difficult to 
measure, the industry can only monitor the carbon dioxide gas concentration in the exhaust. 

[0018] Because of the production limit based on the critical carbon dioxide level, it is generally not possible to 
5 increase the productivity (pounds of product per given volume of fermentation broth) at higher biomass level. Higher 
biomass will generate more carbon dioxide and will also require more oxygen in the fermentation process. Conventional 
approach to maintain the carbon dioxide gas concentration and to increase oxygen supply is to add more air. However, 
it is usually impractical or impossible to increase air f tow for an optimized fermenter. The excess air can flood the impel- 
lers with gas, causing the impeller to malfunction. Most plants are already running air compressors to the maximum and 
10 the existing line size and sparge ring opening will also limit the amount of air can supply. 

[0019] The present invention uses direct oxygen injection (or enrichment) while operating the fermenter at a lower 
pressure. By cutting the absolute pressure in half (e.g., from 4 atm to 2 atm, or 3 atm-gauge to 1 atm-gauge), it reduces 
the equilibrium oxygen concentration in half. However, the reduction in equilibrium oxygen concentration can be com- 
pensated by using pure oxygen, which has a driving force of about five times higher than the equilibrium oxygen con- 
is centration. Therefore, the pure oxygen will compensate the effect of pressure reduction and also increase the oxygen 
availability. 

EXAMPLE 

20 Control Parameters : 

[0020] 

Pressure = 4 atm 
25 C0 2 measured in exhaust = y n = 5% 

Dissolved C0 2 (critical, not measured) = X CQ2 (1) 

= Y 1,C02 

30 

where 

y i ,C02 = Critical gas phase carbon dioxide concentration (measured) 
P 1 = Pressure of the fermenter 

35 H = Henry's law constant 

Oxygen consumption = 50 mmole/liter-hr 

Available oxygen from air = 0.21*100 Nm 3 /hr = 21 Nm 3 /hr 

40 Oxygen Case with Higher Productivity: 

[0021] In this case, pure oxygen is added to supplement the air. The fermenter pressure is reduced at the same 
time. 

45 Biomass concentration = 2 x control 
Pressure = 2 atm 

[0022] By doubling the biomass concentration, the oxygen consumption is also doubled. 

so Oxygen consumption = 2 x control - 2*50 

= 100 mmoles/liter-hr 

[0023] At the same time, carbon dioxide generation is also doubled. 

55 C0 2 generated = 2 x control 

[0024] The additional oxygen requirement is then satisfied by using pure oxygen: 
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Available oxygen = oxygen from air + pure oxygen 
= 0.21 MOO nM 3 /hr + 21 Nm 3 /hr (pure oxygen) 
= 42 Nm 3 /hr 
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[0025] In this invention, it is believed that the critical dissolved carbon dioxide is the primary factor which is actually 
effecting the biomass activity, not the gas phase carbon dioxide concentration. 
[0026] Therefore, it is necessary to keep the dissolved carbon dioxide unchanged. 



[0027] In contrast to the process in the present state of the art, the maximum allowable gas phase carbon dioxide 
concentration measured in exhaust can actually be different. The new maximum carbon dioxide concentration allowed 
in exhaust (calculated) = Y 2) co2 = Y 1,C02 * 2 = 10% 

[0028] Therefore, the maximum allowable carbon dioxide concentration in the exhaust with 2 atm should be twice 
20 as high as the one operating at 4 atm. The actual carbon dioxide concentration measured in exhaust with doubled bio 
activity = 5% * 2 * (100/(100+21)) = 8.26% 

[0029] As can be seen from above, the actual carbon dioxide concentration measured in the exhaust of 8.26% is 
less than the 10% new maximum allowable carbon dioxide concentration limit in the exhaust. Therefore, the concentra- 
tion of the oxygen supplied can be twice the concentration of the biomass (two times as concentrated), and still not 

25 increase the carbon dioxide concentration beyond the critical level. 

[0030] Accordingly, the biomass concentration can be increased beyond what is normally considered to be a limi- 
tation caused by the carbon dioxide concentration in the exhaust. This is accomplished by reducing the fermenter pres- 
sure while compensating for the drop in oxygen dissolution with pure oxygen. Note that this invention also contemplates 
adding credits to the economical benefits of the fermentation process because the compressor power can be cut by at 

30 least 50%. 

[0031 ] To take advantage of high oxygen dissolution and fast carbon dioxide removal, it is preferable to operate the 
fermenter with a pressure of less than 2 atmospheres while injection pure oxygen. The vacuum on the fermenter can 
be pulled if necessary. Generally, the vessel pressure of this invention can be lowered from up to about 25 atmospheres 
to any pressure between about 25 atmospheres and about 1 atmosphere. The pressure may be any pressure within 
35 this range. For example, the vessel pressure may be lowered to any pressure between about 25 atmospheres to about 
1 atmosphere. 

[0032] Fermentation products which can be produced by the method of this invention include antibiotics such as 
penicillin, erythromycin and tetracycline, organic chemicals such as sorbitol and citronellol, organic acids such as citric 
acid, tartaric acid and lactic acid, amino acids such as L-lysine and monosodium glutamate. polysaccharides such s 
40 baker's yeast and xanthan gum, vitamins such as ascorbic acid and riboflavin, and other products including enzymes, 
insecticides, alkaloids, hormones, pigments, steroids, vaccines, interferon and insulin. 

[0033] The same principle may be applied to organic oxidation with air. This can be oxidation of any organic when 
the gas phase products or byproducts may inhibit the reaction. The inhibition can be due to equilibrium shift or poison- 
ing of the catalyst sites. Reducing the reactor pressure will decrease the equilibrium dissolved level of gaseous prod- 
45 ucts or byproducts. The reduction in oxygen dissolution rate is then compensated by adding pure oxygen. 

[0034] It should be understood that the foregoing description is only illustrative of the invention. Various alternatives 
and modifications can be devised by those skilled in the art without departing from the invention. Accordingly, the 
present invention is intended to embrace all such alternatives, modifications and variances which fall within the scope 
of the appended claims. 
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Claims 



1 . A method for carrying out fermentation comprising: 
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a. providing a vessel which contains a broth comprising a constituent capable of undergoing fermentation; 

b. lowering the vessel pressure within said vessel to lower the equilibrium oxygen partial pressure and the dis- 
solved carbon dioxide level in the vessel proportional to said lowered vessel pressure; 

c. adding pure oxygen into said vessel to raise said equilibrium oxygen partial pressure therein; and 
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d. utilizing said pure oxygen to carry out the fermentation of said constituent. 



2. The method of claim 1 wherein said lowering the vessel pressure and adding pure oxygen take place simultane- 
ously. 

5 

3. The method of claim 1 wherein said vessel pressure is lowered to a pressure of from up to about 25 atmospheres 
to any pressure between about 25 atmospheres and about 1 atmosphere. 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein lowering said vessel pressure results in lowering the dissolved oxygen level and dis- 
10 solved carbon dioxide level in said vessel. 

5. The method of claim 1 wherein adding said pure oxygen into said vessel raises the level of said equilibrium oxygen 
partial pressure substantially greater than 0.21 atmosphere. 

15 6. A method for increasing the biomass concentration in carrying out fermentation comprising: 

a. providing a vessel which contains a broth comprising a constituent capable of undergoing fermentation; 

b. lowering the vessel pressure within said vessel to lower the equilibrium oxygen partial pressure and the dis- 
solved carbon dioxide level in the vessel proportional to said lowered vessel pressure; 

20 c. adding pure oxygen into said vessel to raise said equilibrium oxygen partial pressure therein; and 

d. utilizing said pure oxygen to carry out the fermentation of said constituent. 

7. The method of daim 6 wherein said lowering the vessel pressure and adding pure oxygen take place simultane- 
ously. 

25 

8. The method of claim 6 wherein said vessel pressure is lowered to a pressure of from up to about 25 atmospheres 
to any pressure between about 25 atmospheres and about 1 atmosphere. 

9. The method of claim 6 wherein lowering said vessel pressure results in lowering the dissolved oxygen level and dis- 
30 solved carbon dioxide level in said vessel. 

10. The method of claim 6 wherein adding said pure oxygen into said vessel raises the level of said equilibrium partial 
oxygen pressure substantially greater than 0.21 atmosphere. 

35 
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